Socialising postgraduate students to success in an open and distance learning environment by Schulze, S.
South African Journal of Higher Education   http://dx.doi.org/10.20853/30-4-578 
Volume 30 | Number 4 | 2016 | pages 277‒291  eISSN 1753-5913 
277 
 
SOCIALISING POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS TO SUCCESS  
IN AN OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT  
 
S. Schulze  
Department of Psychology of Education 
University of South Africa 




The aim of this study was to understand the socialisation of master’s and doctoral students 
towards success in an open and distance learning (ODL) environment. The investigation focused 
on identifying the people, processes and artefacts that the students believed most contributed to 
their success. Six doctoral students who had completed their research within three years and five 
master’s degree students who had obtained their degrees with distinction participated in the 
research. The data were collected by means of graphic elicitation interviews following on the 
completion of a relational map to give an indication of the strength of the influence. The 
sociocultural and the social capital theories were used as a lens to interpret the data. The findings 
indicated what the participants believed mediated their learning and development, increased their 
zone of proximal development (ZPD) and enabled them to be successful. The study contributes 
to the debate on the socialisation of postgraduate students towards success without compromising 
their autonomy.  
Keywords: throughput rate of postgraduate students, open and distance learning, the 
sociocultural theory, social capital, student autonomy, the University of South Africa.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Universities take the throughput rates of masters and doctoral students seriously and there is 
much debate about the topic globally and locally (De Beer and Mason 2009; Manathunga 2005; 
Wisker, Robinson and Shacham 2007). The University of South Africa (Unisa) is no exception, 
and several publications over the years have pointed out the poor throughput rate of master’s 
and doctoral students at the institution (Brynard 2005; Kritzinger and Loock 2012; Lessing and 
Schulze 2002; Van der Westhuizen 2013). As academics are urged to increase their throughput 
rates to enhance the prestige of the institution and to maximise state subsidy, there seems to be 
different views on the timeliness of the completion of the studies. Some researchers (e.g., 
Wingfield 2011) have indicated that one model cannot be applied to all students since some of 
them study full time while others are enrolled on a part-time basis. Significant events also occur 
in the lives of the students that impact on their studies, such as the birth of a baby or acquiring 
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new employment, which need to be considered when using throughput as a barometer of student 
success. It therefore seems important to investigate effective postgraduate study in 
consideration of both the throughput rate and the quality of the outcome to enhance an 
understanding of the factors that enable student success. Additionally, tension seems to exist 
between the support students need in comparison to the fact that they ought to be able to work 
independently (Drennan and Clarke 2009; Johnson, Lee and Green 2000; Wisker et al. 2007).  
Against the above background, this research is concerned with how students are currently 
socialised to success. In the research the focus is on supervision in an Open and Distance 
Learning (ODL) context. In ODL environments, student support is sometimes defined in non-
human terms, for example, how best to connect the students to functions, systems and various 
technologies within a virtual environment (McCracken 2008‒2009). However, some 
researchers (e.g., Hopwood 2010) have pointed out that doctoral learning is a social process 
that involves personal and social learning. Therefore, drawing on the literature on the 
sociocultural theory, this article explores the nature and role of students’ socialisation within 
the academic community to enable them to complete their studies successfully. Although much 
of the literature in international publications focuses on the socialisation of students and the 
roles that relationships play during doctoral research (Boud and Lee 2005; Golde 2000; Paglis, 
Green and Bauer 2006), there is a paucity of such data in the South African context, particularly 
in ODL environments and from a sociocultural perspective.  
According to the sociocultural theory, pedagogy in a relational sense refers to the initiation 
of relationships and actions across multiple spaces (places) which provide the potential to learn 
(Pratt, Tedder, Boyask and Kelly 2013, 46). These spaces include the master’s and doctoral 
students’ lives as university students, their personal or private spaces, and their professional or 
working spaces (e.g., as teachers), and involve the students’ physical places as well as their 
relational spaces of interaction with people and with cultural artefacts. Critical inquiry through 
the lens of the sociocultural theory could shed light on the kinds of pedagogical activities that 
the students are involved in and how they learn from these interactions. This could enhance the 
understanding of the nature of the positive interventions that are required for the successful 
completion of research projects and dissertations without compromising student autonomy.  
Sociocultural theorists argue that student learning and development occur by means of 
social experiences, when the students interact with people, artefacts (such as books and 
journals), situations, work contexts or academic institutions and practices (Billet 2006; Lantolf 
and Thorne 2000). Thus, learning is shaped by the social and cultural contexts of the learning 
environment and the multifaceted human activity structures within them at any given time. The 
primary constructs of the sociocultural theory are mediation, internalisation and the Zone of 
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Proximal Development (ZPD). Mediation implies that the students’ cognitive activities are 
mediated by symbolic artefacts such as language (the most powerful cultural artefact to mediate 
connections to others and to the self), concepts and logical argumentation, as well as material 
artefacts and technologies. Higher-order mental functions such as logical thought and attention 
are organised by means of the participation in activities such as conferences, workshops and 
discussions within the academic community. In their taking notes at workshops and 
conferences, the students create their own artefacts during the social interaction (Hopwood 
2010). One form of mediation is regulation. Regulation by means of supervision should 
culminate in self-regulation (autonomy), which is characterised by the fact that the students are 
able to accomplish research-related activities with little or no support. Self-regulation is made 
possible by internalisation. Internalisation refers to the forming and transforming of the 
students’ mental functions by means of interpersonal and person-environment interaction. The 
key to internalisation resides with the students’ capacity to imitate the intentional activities of 
others, for example, of other researchers. Imitation thus involves goal-directed cognitive 
activity. The ZPD refers to the difference between the level of development that the student has 
already reached, and the level that may be reached with assistance. Vygotski (in Lantolf and 
Thorne 2000, 207) ascertained that ‘learning collaboratively with others, particularly in 
instructional settings, precedes and shapes development’.  
Regarding collaborative learning, the social capital theories complement the sociocultural 
theory by explaining how social networks provide social capital, referred to as ‘the intangible 
resources embedded within interpersonal relationships or social institutions’ (Social Capital and 
Education u.d., 1). Social capital can be provided as social norms such as academic norms that 
stipulate the criteria for rewarding or sanctioning students’ learning outcomes. It is made 
available as obligations or expectations, and as sources of information. One’s peers are also a 
valuable resource that provides social capital (Trees 2013). A number of researchers 
(Klenowski, Ehrich, Kapitzke and Trigger 2011; Leshem 2007) have explained the role of 
cohort groups that function in communities of practice (Wenger 1998) to develop the abilities 
of postgraduate students. Liaising with fellow students provides informal learning opportunities 
that enable the students to develop the expertise to complete their degrees successfully. Student 
networks, particularly face-to-face interactions, provide opportunities for discussions, for 
benchmarking progress, and for personal support (Baker and Lattuca 2010; Pilbeam, Lloyd-
Jones and Denyer 2013). The support that the network provides is both of an emotional and an 
academic nature (Pilbeam et al. 2013). During discussions at an appropriate level, students 
exchange and develop ideas, as well as find solutions to problems. For example, Leshem (2007) 
explained in her study how the students developed their understanding of the role of conceptual 
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frameworks in doctoral research through various focussed conversations. 
In the light of the above exposition, this study sought to investigate the socialisation of 
postgraduate students who have successfully completed their master’s or doctoral studies.  
The methodology that was used is explained next.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
The participants were selected a priori from a subset of the master’s and doctoral student 
population. Using purposeful sampling, 11 participants were chosen from a computer-generated 
list provided by the University and from personal referrals by colleagues. Nine participants 
were female and two were male. They included a variety of races and cultures (black, white, 
brown, and Indian participants, and one Chinese). All of them were from the social sciences, 
and had completed their studies during the previous two years. The criteria for the selection 
stipulated that the doctoral students (six) had completed their research within a period of three 
years, and that the master’s students (five) had obtained their degrees with distinction. In two 
instances the students were supervised by both a supervisor and a co-supervisor, and in five 
instances supervision crossed cultural boundaries. With one exception, the supervisors were all 
female, while two co-supervisors were male.  
The data were collected by means of graphic elicitation interviews, using relational maps 
(Bagnoli 2009; Crilly, Blackwell and Clarkson 2006). This method allows for the inputs of the 
interviewees that are difficult to attain in semi-structured interviews. The participants were first 
provided with a table with three columns. In the first column they had to list the people, artefacts 
or events within or outside the scholarly community that they believed contributed most 
towards their success. They had to indicate their relationship with these significant others in the 
second column (e.g., colleague or supervisor), and in the last column they had to provide key 
words indicating the meaning of the relationship (e.g., statistical support). During the second 
phase the participants had to use the information in the table to complete a relational map (Rose 
2012) that contained five concentric circles with themselves in the middle. They had to put the 
most important person/artefact/practice closest to themselves and the inverse for the least 
important. In the third phase, the interviewees had to explain the relational map to the 
interviewer. They were then probed for more detail.  
In designing and refining the method, two experienced postgraduate supervisors evaluated 
the table and the relational map, and after some adjustments the method was pilot-tested with 
one female academic who had just completed her doctorate but who did not form part of the 
study. The level of reflection and abstract thinking that the method facilitated was encouraging 
and pointed to a valuable approach. It took the participants about 15 minutes to complete the 
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table and the map while the interviews lasted about an hour. The researcher made use of several 
follow-up e-mail conversations to obtain additional information as needed. For example, a 
participant may have omitted somebody on the map but referred to that person in the interview, 
e.g., a psychologist or language editor. In such an instance the participant would then be asked 
to indicate in which circle he or she would place this person. 
Ethical clearance for the study was obtained, as well as the informed assent from all the 
relevant parties. Tape-recording the interviews and transcribing them verbatim enhanced the 
trustworthiness of the data, as did the fact that the interviews continued up to the point that data 
saturation was reached.  
Using the theoretical framework as lens to analyse the data, the findings are presented and 
discussed in terms of mediation, internalisation and the ZPD.  
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Mediation 
The interview data indicated that the supervisors and the support staff, the sources of academic 
literature, workshops/conferences, language ability, and financial support mediated the 
students’ learning and development. The next sections will clarify these aspects. 
 
Supervisors and support staff 
Even though the aim is the autonomy of the student, research done globally and locally has 
identified supervisors as the key role-players in students’ success (Buttery and Richter 2005; 
Ismail, Abiddin, Hassan and Ro’is 2014; Lessing and Schulze 2002; Nulty, Kiley and Meyers 
2009). This observation was confirmed in this study. Six of the interviewees positioned their 
supervisors in the two circles closest to them. The participants explained the significant 
mediating role of their supervisors by indicating that they set high academic standards; helped 
to map the research journey in time-frames; were available and approachable when needed; 
were quick and clear with feedback that included useful examples; were knowledgeable, e.g., 
with regard to research methods; facilitated the students’ critical thinking; provided pastoral 
care, affirmation and motivation; and offered constructive criticism in addition to technical 
guidance.  
For example, two participants mentioned,  
  
She [the supervisor] sent us [the postgraduate students] a starter pack, which was wonderful. It 
told us everything ... what font, what referencing techniques, everything. So, that was like my 
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Bible next to me. It helped me throughout my studies. And also when I thought: ‘Oh my God, I 
can’t do this. I think I am just going to give it up’ ... I would put little comments in there, like: 
‘Prof, do you think this is okay?’ And she was so supportive ... she would immediately respond. 
So I think she was just excellent. (Female, M.Ed. student) 
From the outset, she [the supervisor] said to me: ‘These are the things that are going to be 
important’. So the kind of person that I am, I need to see the whole picture first and then work 
through the detail ... so that really benefited me. I could see these are the chapters, and these 
chapters are going to impact on those chapters. She gave me a copy of an outline of chapter one 
which I followed. ... And her responses to me were quite fast and very good. She was not afraid 
to be critical and she was not afraid to give emotional support. She understood that I have three 
children and that my daughter was writing matric ... and she was very supportive of that. If she 
had said to me: ‘I need your chapter three in maybe a month’s time’, and the month came and I 
had not given her chapter three, she was never mean or nasty. She would send an e-mail to ask: 
‘Are you alright’? (Female, M.Ed. student). 
 
The above two quotes indicate the importance of initial regulation played by supervisors in 
order to lead the students to self-regulation. In this regard, support staff members, such as 
librarians and language editors were also identified by some participants as contributors to their 
success, although they were always placed on the outer circles. In addition, the one participant 
who embarked on a quantitative research project placed the statistician that assisted her (the 
only full time statistician at the institution), on the third closest circle.  
 
She recalled,  
 
I had never done quantitative research before, so it was not my strong point, so I then went to 
Susan who did a fabulous analysis. She linked the data to my studies. I quite frankly don’t know 
how she managed to do it because the woman was overwhelmed with work. She had a board up 
there ... and I looked at all of these people she was trying to help. And every time I went there the 
phone was ringing ... she had papers all over her desk and I could see it was other students’ data 
and she looked absolutely exhausted. (Female, D.Ed. student). 
 
Artefacts: Books and journals 
It is imperative that students enjoy easy access to books and journals in libraries and on the 
internet for them to be able to work independently (Buttery and Richter 2005). Three of the 
students were, however, not aware of training in the use of a library and did not understand how 
to access electronic sources. Eight of the participants who were skilled in doing library searches, 
placed the library and access to the internet for academic sources within the third circle of their 
relational maps. They explained the mediating role of books and journal articles to stimulate 
their thinking and to provide them with information on specific theories, as well as the outcomes 
of other research. The vast amount of information that was available enabled the participants to 
identify current trends in their fields, and the important role-players globally and in South 
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Africa. Another benefit was that other students’ dissertations could serve as examples and 
benchmarks of what was required and how the research was to be executed.  
 
For example, one participant remarked, 
 
I could look at the structure of other peoples’ dissertations, what kind of language they are using 
... academic writing is different to ordinary writing. I also looked at people’s research and I could 
see how I could link it to my own work. It makes it so much easier. (Female, M.Ed. student). 
I used a lot of library books ... I knew the importance of having up to date research. I also knew 
that I needed to get to the core. It is like in Law ... you have a pivotal case study. So I knew to look 
there. But I also made a lot of use of articles that come out every day ... and the key journals ... but 
also what people are writing about on the net ... that is important for trending. (Female, D.Ed. 
student). 
 
Conferences and workshops 
Several researchers mentioned that conferences and workshop were valuable for postgraduate 
students (Buttery and Richter 2005; Wisker et al. 2007). One participant who was not able to 
make use of his supervisor’s attention due to illness, mentioned that he independently gained 
knowledge and insight through the different conferences and workshops that he attended. Five 
other participants placed conferences/workshops in the third or fourth spheres. With reference 
to the workshop on research methods that the institution organised, the participants pointed to 
the value of these workshops in respect of the supportive friendships that were formed between 
the students. Hereby their autonomy from the assistance of their supervisors was increased. At 
the workshops the presenters gave examples from the wealth of their own experiences. Their 
enthusiasm contributed to the interest of the students attending, and that could be motivational 
for students’ self-regulation.  
 
For example, one student mentioned, 
 
The presenter was so passionate and so excited about the methods. It really excited me. I had 
decided to do individual interviews and focus groups, but I ended up with a narrative approach 
and that was great as I gained so much information! But if I had not thought about what he said ... 
how you are the creator of your research and you must do it in the way that is going to work for 
you, but is still valid and reliable. And that stuck with me. So, I think it should be a compulsory 
workshop. (Female, M.Ed. student). 
 
Other participants attended workshops or conferences on their various research topics, and 
attested to the value thereof for generating social capital that could be considered as a 
motivation for self-regulation.  
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One example is,  
 
I attended a child trauma conference, and the two women that presented it were very dynamic and 
inspiring. So, I try to attend their course annually because when I leave I always feel as if I can 
focus better and can remember why I do what I do. Because I think one can get caught up in little 




Since ‘all research is a dialogue with other experts’ (Wisker et al. 2007, 303), language is an 
important cultural artefact of academic study (Lowinger, He, Lin and Chang 2014; Son and 
Park 2014). It provides the conceptual tools to mediate a connection between the students’ and 
others’ cognitive activity when engaging with published work, when debating on issues with 
academics or peers, or through the writing of a research report. Two of the students whose first 
language was English both attested to the fact that their mastery of English as the academic 
lingua franca contributed to their success. 
 
One of them noted, 
 
Having the personal skill to write English I think is one of my blessings. Some people don’t have 
that ... they would need support. Some Afrikaans students would need to ensure that they ask, 
double check, have peer readers or proof readers and exposure to academic writing. (Female, 
M.Ed. student).  
 
The impact of lacking this proficiency was illustrated by the challenges that the Chinese-
speaking student faced. Before enrolling for her studies, she had to study English on a full time 
basis for 10 months in order to improve her competence in English. However, she still 
experienced difficulties in the writing of her dissertation. She placed language as artefact in the 
circle closest to her, illustrating its importance, also with reference to the experiences of other 




In the beginning I was struggling but because I had a research background I knew how to write, 
but changed it to English. So, in the beginning I actually did a lot of translation because my 
thinking was Chinese. I got my husband to read to see if what I wrote was correct or not ... and 
he corrected me. And Prof X [the supervisor] also helped me. (Female, D.Ed. student). 
 
Financial support 
Financial support indirectly influences the success of postgraduate study (Buttery and Richter 
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2005). In this research, three participants who lacked the financial resources that postgraduate 
study requires placed the financial support they received on the third or fourth rings of their 
relational maps. The availability of bursaries is the key that opens doors to computer equipment 
and internet connectivity, as well as for the opportunity to attend conferences and workshops, 
which may contribute towards the students’ autonomy and their resultant success.  
 
One participant stated, 
 
I had to take a loan ... I had to go to ask the bank how much they could give me ... because during 
the first year there were challenges related to registration and buying a laptop, getting a connection, 
travelling ... The loan was a relief. Without it I would not have had the requisite things in place to 
start. (Male, D.Ed. student). 
  
Internalisation 
Goal-directed activities and self-regulation are crucial to complete degrees successfully, in 
particular doctoral degrees. These factors are explained in the next section. 
 
Goal-directed activity 
Researchers (e.g., Ismail et al. 2014) have previously alluded to the importance of mutual 
agreement on the goals of supervision and the identification of tasks in order to reach the targets 
that were set. Supervisors also need to model goal-directed activities. Although only three of 
the participants identified goal-directed activities as key factors that contributed to their success, 
all three placed them in the first circle of their relational maps, thus highlighting its personal 
importance. The clear goals that they had set for themselves (e.g., to qualify as educational 
psychologists), motivated them towards the completion of their studies, enabled autonomous 
work since it stimulated reflection on what they needed to do to reach their goals.  
 
Self-regulation 
Supervisors wish their students, in particular doctoral students, to become independent and to 
indicate initiative (Brew and Peseta 2004; Brill, Balcanoff, Land, Gogarty and Turner 2014). 
However, the expectations between the supervisor and the student may not be the same, leading 
to tension between guidance and autonomy (Johnson, Lee and Green 2000; Wisker et al. 2007). 
This tension was alluded to in two instances in this study, namely with regard to the initiation 
of contact and supervisor feedback. Written feedback of a high quality is an important tool to 
support the students’ ability to develop confidence and autonomy, particularly in an ODL 
environment (Augustsson and Jaldemark 2014). Feedback includes comments, points of view, 
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and instructions and questions. In this study two instances of supervisor neglect was indicated, 
namely slow feedback (of two months and more), and/or trivial comments. This kind of 
negligence forced the participants to take control of their studies and to continue independently. 
In this respect one participant identified and consulted international experts in his field after a 
communication breakdown between him and his supervisor due to his supervisor’s prolonged 
illness. With the support of a psychologist and a friend (an academic), another participant 
enforced her supervisor’s response, several months after she had submitted work for review, as 
follows, 
 
I started doing the following: I would send them [supervisor and co-supervisor] an e-mail 
indicating that I needed to continue, and could we meet the following week on Thursday at ten. 
And then I would expect them to give me feedback. (Female, D.Ed. student). 
 
The abovementioned example illustrates the social capital value of supportive peers. It also 
illustrates how students with a robust academic self-efficacy, which refers to their confidence 
in their own abilities to execute research tasks to achieve academic goals, as well as an intrinsic 
locus of control, regulate their own learning in the absence of efficient supervision. Researchers 
have already previously indicated that academic self-efficacy and locus of control predicted 
academic success (Lowinger et al. 2014; Van der Westhuizen 2013).  
 
Zone of proximal development  
Interaction with others may support students to perform academic work that they are not able 
to do independently, according to Vygotski (1978). Dissertations need to show evidence of 
superior intellectual engagement and rationality, while doctoral studies have to be original, and 
make a significant contribution to new knowledge. Students are not always able to deliver such 
conceptually complex research outputs on their own. It can, however, be cultivated through 





In addition to coaching students in respect of the task that needs to be completed, supervisors 
act as mentors who can facilitate students’ personal learning (Brill et al. 2014). As mentors, 
supervisors model appropriate disciplinary-based research behaviour so that students can 
internalise the behaviour (Manathunga 2007) to become autonomous. This includes the 
adoption of critical attitudes and the ability to argue their own views, even if these differ from 
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those of the mentors/supervisors. Unfortunately, students from some cultures, for example the 
Chinese culture, are likely to adopt approaches that involve deference to authorities and an 
uncritical approach (Wisker et al. 2007). With a view to addressing unscholarly work, the 
participants indicated that their supervisors refused to accept sub-standard work. They 
facilitated complex conceptualisation and problem-solving through written comments or 
personal discussion; expected additional reading from the students by referring them to relevant 
literature that may stimulate greater insight; and asked questions that forced the students to 
reflect at a deeper level and thus increased their ZPD. In one instance, stimulating proximal 
interaction was facilitated by communication every second week via electronic media (skype).  
 
The student stated, 
 
I think one is better able to understand face-to-face interaction than with an e-mail. I found that I 
could better express myself. Skype helped me to discuss issues with my supervisor when I was 
struggling and needed guidance. In an open and distance learning environment I think it is 
compulsory. How convenient to sit far away but be able to converse with your mentor ... adding a 
face and a voice to an e-mail message. (Female, D.Ed. student). 
 
Opportunities to interact with other experts in the scholarly community of practice (Wenger 
1998) may also increase the ZPD. A male participant was accordingly able to develop a formula 
for the assessment of mathematical work at mathematics conferences and workshops. A 
master’s student who contracted the services of an editor explained how he pointed out where 
her arguments were illogical, where she was long winded or ‘waffling’.  
 
Collaboration with peers 
Peers are a valuable source of social capital since peer mentoring can enhance scholarship, and 
afford an environment favourable for learning both of which are crucial in the student’s quest 
for autonomy and for his/her success (Brill et al. 2014; Pilbeam et al. 2013). Seven of the 
participants attested to the fact that interaction with other students was invaluable. They placed 
them in the second to fourth concentric circles of importance. The peers enabled academic 
discourse that required of them to articulate and discuss their work. Added to this was the 
motivational value of comparing progress, ‘We pushed one another’, a participant commented, 
and added,  
 
We would phone each other and she would complain to me, or I would send her one of my chapters 
and say: ‘Okay, this is what I did ... look at mine’, or she would send me hers and say: ‘Okay, this 
is my final chapter ... so look at mine and see if it helps you with your study’. So that is how we 
helped each other. (Female, M.Ed. student). 




In addition to stimulating critical thinking, peers provide moral support and practical advice on 
how to address hitches related to research, language difficulties or computer technology, as was 
found by research by Brill et al. (2014) and Wisker et al. (2007). 
 
CONCLUSION 
This investigation focused on the socialisation of students who had achieved their master’s and 
doctoral degrees with great success, as was indicated by the timely completion or a high quality 
outcome. The aim with this study was to identify the key role-players, processes and artefacts 
at the micro level that the students believed contributed most to their success. The innovative 
use of graphic elicitation interviews which were conducted with eleven successful master’s and 
doctoral students stimulated reflection and generated rich data which enabled the strengths of 
the influences to be determined.  
At the commencement of their studies, specifically, the students were socialised to success 
by means of efficient and dedicated supervision. This was particularly important for the 
master’s students, but often also for the doctoral students. It is evident that the supervisors were 
key role-players in the effort to facilitate the success of the students in an ODL environment. 
The use of social media such as Skype enhanced the interaction between the supervisors and 
the students. This medium, however, was not used much, and its importance should be further 
investigated. In this study it was found that those students who did not enjoy efficient 
supervision and role-modelling but who were nevertheless successful could lay claim to robust 
academic self-efficacy and strong intrinsic locus of control.  
It is crucial that the regulation by a supervisor needs to be transformed into self-regulation. 
In order for this transformation to be successful the students need to own specific skills, 
including knowledge of the library and the internet. They also need to be conversant in English 
to be able to write academic reports in the language. They require exposure to experts at 
conferences and workshops with on-going peer interaction in an academic context to increase 
their ZPD and to provide them with social capital. In addition, the social media, such as web 
pages where the students can interact with one another, could assist in the formation and 
transformation of the students’ mental functions, and thus in their self-regulation. Likewise, the 
statistical support of students could also play a role, although it was found that more support 
was needed in this regard.  
It is hoped that this study would contribute insight into the way that master’s and doctoral 
students within an ODL environment are socialised towards success. The conclusions could be 
useful in the debate on the support given to students versus their independence, and they could 
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be considered in postgraduate supervision in the future.  
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